THE AMERICAN NOVEL

work that it makes me sick to see that I ana a little too old to
be one of them. ... I salute them, with a joy in being
not yet too far removed from their determination to give
to the America that has mountains and endless prairies,
enormous cities and lost far cabins, billions of money and tons
of faith, to an America that is as strange as Russia and as
complex as China, a literature worthy of her vastncss."

It was four years after Dodswortli, and the collapse of 1929,
before Lewis published another book at all, and six before he
once more caught the ground swell of popular opinion. He
worked on a novel which was to be about labor in the United
States, He could not decide upon a plot. The American labor
movement seemed to him to have no form. It was a chaos
and tangle of politics full of the conflict of antagonisms which
came from Europe. He decided to make his novel perfectly
native, the story of three generations of American liberals:
a circuit rider on the frontier, a sentimental, heroic socialist,
a scientific social engineer. This, Lewis thought, wotila be his
history of a hundred American years. lie read a library of
books. He drew a magnificent genealogical chart of the family
of his first hero, Aaron Gadd, But the vStory would not take
shape in his imagination. More than half of it must run its
course in a world of which he could know nothing at first
hand. He might by reading find out enough about it for a
historian, but not enough for the kind of novelist he was, He
gave up the whole enterprise. His Ann Vickers (1933) was a
full-bodied story of a modern woman in her career, but not
Lewis at his best, for the reason that he had not been long
or intimately concerned with the material and was not satu-
rated with it. The same defect appeared in Wort of Art
(1934), the story of a hotel-keeper and a procession of hotels*
Seismographic and articulate, Lewis had been more than
any other American writer the voice of the liberal decade
before 1929. He gave it nation-wide slogans, told it world-
wide stories. The depression was confusion for him as well as